
EVENT TITLE: Two Genres are Better Than One: The San
Jose State Dual-Genre MFA Program Model

Event Description: San Jose State University’s MFA program is the
only MFA program in Silicon Valley. It has been a dual-genre program
since its inception in 2000. SJSU requires MFA students to complete
three workshops in a primary genre; and two workshops in a secondary
declared secondary genre. SJSU offers tracks in Fiction, Nonfiction,
Poetry, and Screenwriting/Playwriting. We also offer occasional hybrid
genre workshops. MFA core faculty will read from their newest work
and talk about the advantage of working in two genres.

Event Organizer & Moderator Alan Soldofsky: (poetry/literary
journalism), author of In the Buddha Factory (Truman State, 2013); and
co-editor of Compendium: A Collection of Thoughts on Prosody
(Omnidawn, 2017). Soldofsky’s chapbook Charts (For the End of Days)
was announced as a finalist for the 2021 Tupelo Press Snowbound
Chapbook Prize. He has published work recently in the California Fire
and Water: Climate Change Anthology; and in also in Catamaran, The
L.A. Review of Books, Poem-a-Day (Academy of American Poets),
Poetry Flash, Vox Populi, and The William Carlos Williams Review. His
work has three times been nominated for a Pushcart Prize. For four
decades, Soldofsky has been an important figure in Bay Area poetry,
including having been a contributing editor of Poetry Flash and a co-host
of the KPFA poetry show, Planet on the Table.

Event Participants
Ume Ali: Ume Ali is teaching associate and MFA candidate at San Jose
State University where she studies fiction and poetry. She has served as
contributing editor at Azizah Magazine, and is Lead Poetry editor at

https://www.sjsu.edu/english/graduate/mfa/index.php
https://www.sjsu.edu/people/alan.soldofsky/
https://tsup.truman.edu/product/in-the-buddha-factory/
https://www.omnidawn.com/product/compendium-a-collection-of-thoughts-on-prosody/


Reed Magazine. Ume is also president of the Diasporic People’s Writing
Collective. Ume’s work can be found in Azizah and Caesura.

Sally Ashton: Sally Ashton is editor in chief of DMQ Review, an online
journal featuring poetry and art. Writing across genres, in collaboration
with artists, and specializing in short prose forms, Ashton is the author
of four collections, The Behaviour of Clocks, Some Odd Afternoon, Her
Name Is Juanita, and These Metallic Days, and she is assistant editor
of They Said: A Multi-Genre Anthology of Contemporary Collaborative
Writing. She has taught at San José State University, UC Santa Cruz
Extension, and workshops including Disquiet: International Literary
Program in Lisbon, Portugal. She served as Santa Clara County’s Poet
Laureate, 2011-2013. Other honors include fellowships from Arts
Council Silicon Valley and a Lucas Artist Fellowship at Montalvo Arts
Center.  sallyashton.com

J. Michael Martinez: J. Michael Martinez is a poetry editor at Noemi
Press. His most recent collection, A Museum of the Americas (Penguin,
2018) was selected for the National Poetry Series and was long-listed for
the 2018 National Book Award. The collection has been described as “a
timely hybrid-genre text that interrogates the white gaze.” His first book
Heredities (Louisiana State, 2009) was selected for the Academy of
American Poets’ Walt Whitman Award from the Academy of American
Poets. His second book was In the Garden of the Bridehouse (Arizona,
2014).  Carmen Giménz Smith writes that Martinez “creates textual
maps of the histories through which he comes to be and in doing so
enacts the polyphonic strains of influence, both intuitive and aesthetic.
His poems are maximally lyric, almost Romantic at times.” He is an
assistant professor of English and teaches in the MFA program at San
Jose State University.

https://www.reedmag.org/
http://sallyashton.com/


Nicholas Taylor: Nick Taylor is the author of the novels The
Disagreement and Father Junípero's Confessor. Under the pseudonym
T.T. Monday, he also writes a series of thrillers about the relief pitcher
detective Johnny Adcock. Taylor is Associate Professor of English at
San Jose State, where has served as director of the Martha Heasley Cox
Center for Steinbeck Studies.

Opening Remarks:

Good afternoon, and welcome to “Two Genres Are Better Than One:
The San Jose State Dual-Genre MFA Program Model
Thank you all for being here. I am a poet-SLASH-literary critic and the
director of the MFA Program in Creative Writing at SJSU. Our panelists
today are each either a student or faculty member who has been teaching
at the SJSU MFA program. We’re going to discuss different aspects of
the MFA program model we’ve created at SJSU. And then when our
panel is done, we’ll switch to begin an interactive discussion with our
audience on Facebook. I’m putting the link in the chat.

In Spring 2000, San Jose State University used its first year of funding
for our brand-new Lurie Distinguished Visiting Author-in-Residence
position to appoint Ursula K. Le Guin to be our first Visiting
Author-in-Residence. We asked her to teach a Science Fiction Survey
course and a graduate Fiction Writing Workshop. One of Le Guin’s
questions to me was could she do some poetry writing with her fiction
students, since that spring she was writing new poems as well as
translating and also completing a new collection of short stories.  She
felt that the stories she was writing were inspired to an extent by poems
she was writing.

From our conversation came the central tenet of how my colleagues and
I would plan SJSU’s MFA program, which we were plotting to be



approved by the SJSU Provost, and then by the CSU Chancellor’s office
in time to recruit our first cohort of MFA students for the Fall of 2001.

Our mandate for fast-track approval was to make sure we didn’t
duplicate any of the MFA program curriculum that existed in other
CSU’s, such as San Diego State University and San Francisco State. San
Diego State had an already well-established three-year MFA program
with tracks for Poetry and for Fiction, as well as being the publisher of
two annual journals, Poetry International and Fiction International. And
San Francisco State had a long-established Creative Writing Department
that already offered a two-year CW MA, and was planning its soon to be
established three-year MFA in Fiction, Poetry, and Creative
Nonfiction—similar in its degree requirements to SDSU.

Le Guin told us how she worked in one genre which often stimulated her
writing in another. That struck a chord with us. At that time in 2000, few
established MFA programs required students to take workshops in two
genres, and to be admitted to work in both a primary and a secondary
genre. We quickly saw advantages to organizing our curriculum around a
dual-genre model.

As we wrote the MFA curriculum, we surveyed the field to learn what
other schools had implemented a dual-genre model. There weren’t many,
which gave us some confidence that our approach would distinguish
SJSU’s new program. The MFA program that seemed to match up most
closely with our ambitions for the new MFA at SJSU was the University
of Minnesota.

As we further surveyed the literary world, it seemed so many of the best,
the most innovative, and most powerful writers whose work was widely
circulated and discussed on college campuses at the turn of the
millennium were writing in multiple genres (or in multiple sub-genres).
These included Margaret Atwood, Denis Johnson, Michael Ondaatje,



Maxine Hong Kingston, and of course Ursula K. Le Guin—who we had
just hosted as our visiting author-in-residence. We also saw other local
Bay Area writers who seemed to us the kind of models we wanted our
students to emulate—and who we had hoped, in time, would become
Lurie Visiting Authors-in-Residence (which many did). We looked to the
work of Bay Area authors, writers like Al Young, Ishmael Reed, James
D. Houston, Sandra M. Gilbert, Kim Addonizio, Andrew Lam, Christina
García, and Vendela Vida, for inspiration.

We saw them as being compelling exemplars of working in multiple
genres. As we began formulating our program’s curriculum, we
consulted with a few of these writers who a few of us know, and who we
thought would be willing to help us with our curriculum. We also
wanted to get a few other MFA directors’ and faculty members’ ideas
about how to break down barriers between writers working in different
primary genres. And how to create an MFA culture that was supportive
and not so competitive, without sacrificing our programs standards or
our faculties ambitions for our students.

Participant Initial Remarks:
Ume Ali:

I’ll be talking about how coming from SJSU’s undergraduate English
Creative Writing program, I learned to love writing Fiction and Poetry.
And wanted to learn more about the craft of each genre, as well as
Creative Nonfiction. I always wanted to publish my writing to help me
better understand myself and others to understand me and my
community. At SJSU’s MFA I learned what kinds of stories I could tell
worked best as short stories. And what kinds of narratives and images
work better as poetry.



● Dual genre MFA really allows one to understand the craft elements
and practices of two seemingly disparate genres, while also
exploring the intersections and common subversions.

● In Fiction, for example, we may study how the modernist style of
story telling, which can be fragmented and non-linear, can really
evoke elements of natural human consciousness and embody the
human condition via narratives that are less rigid. Ultimately, the
goal is achieving or capturing truth.

● Similarly, I think in writing surreal poetry, we abandon constraints
and logic, attempt automatic writing, and play with the instinctive,
in order to unearth deeper truths.

● MFA dual genre studies culminated in the central theme of my
thesis— fragmented narratives that explores the trauma and
triumphs of immigration and displacement.

● My work is influenced by authors I encountered in my courses:
Tommy Orange, Jhumpa Lahiri, George Saunders, Carmen Maria
Machado and others. In poetry, too, I encountered the meditative,
often satirical, works of Lorca, Neruda, Juan Felipe Herrera, Jane
Hirshfield, and others.

Here is a link to a YouTube video of me performing my poem
“Lockdown Zuihitsu.” Text for this poem is below.

Thank you for allowing me to join you all on this panel. I’m so grateful
for the opportunity to continue studying the magical, the surreal, and the
genre-bending through SJSU’s dual genre MFA program. I think the
beauty of this experience is that while you can still compartmentalize,
and focus on each distinct genre, you also have the unique opportunity to

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e_kis_d1Uu0


enjoy liminal spaces. These liminal spaces form the locust of my writing
and research interests.

Lockdown Zuihitsu
Ume Ali

Panic buying board games and books while everyone else hoards toilet
paper and disinfectant wipes. Day and night kaleidoscope into one
another, and I become the clock hand— cleaving, churning, dividing
again and again. Noon begets infinite noons, until 12 isn’t 12 isn’t 12
anymore, and dusk is only heresy.

Attention, we have entered an extended period of dormancy.
Alexa, how long is an extended period.

Each day is purgatory, an eclipse of memories.
I unlearn how to embrace other bodies, but their sensory prints remain.

Everything can be washed away except turmeric. Anti-inflammatory,
antiseptic, antioxidant, and anti-depressant. Two spoonfuls with a cup of
boiling milk to heal your insides from exhaustion, paranoia, internal
bruising, migraines, or collectively--your in-laws. Another spoonful to
boost libido. Nothing else sticks as unrelentingly.

Alexa, where do I buy a five foot tall fiddle leaf fig?
Alexa, where can I donate all of my bras?

Subscription boxes for makeup, rejected produce, and designer bags.
Indulgent and entirely unnecessary, except
who says no to a brown box?



I think
bi-monthly, plant-based, hair dye will save me
but the drain catches all of my hair.

I try an Ayurvedic soothing facial mask so I won’t need to adjust my
brightness.
Alexa, what tools do I need to repair my outlook on life?

For inspiration, I look at pictures of hermit crabs on the internet and
study their life cycle. They enjoy a full social life, apparently, but only
live to the age of 40. I think my DNA needs to enlist in the witness
protection program

At the farmer’s market a woman yells at everyone for wearing a mask, a
hijab, a turban. We infringe on her freedom, her right to breathe. We
don’t tell her to fuck off when she is asked to leave the market. Herd
immunity.

Alexa, how many people of color died from Covid today?
Alexa, are you listening?

Sally Ashton:
“SJSU Dual Genre MFA: The Multigenre Workshop”

I’ll be talking about the dual genre MFA from the perspective of the
multi-genre workshop:



My Background: Bennington MFA
● Secondary genre option
● Why I didn’t pursue
● Introduction to faculty as multigenre practitioners
● Multigenre short form exemplars

Surprised by “multigenre”
● Her Name Is Juanita, Kore Press
● Brevity, etc.
● Behaviour of Clocks, WordFarm

Teaching “multigenre” Intro to Creative Writing
● Enhancement to Compositional instruction
● Developed a Short Forms workshop for Disquiet International

Literary Program

The Multigenre Short Forms Workshop
● A dynamic pedagogical approach
● Strategies
● Benefits to student writers
● As contribution to the “Dual Genre” model

J. Michael Martinez
In speaking to the vital importance of SJSU’s Dual-Genre MFA, I
address the question of duality, of multiplicity, without distancing myself
from my heritage as a Chicano.  Further, I expand on SJSU’s
Dual-Genre, where I practice a decolonial poetics, one rooted in an
ethics derived from Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ EPISTOMELOGIES
OF THE SOUTH: JUSTICE AGAINST EPISTEMICIDE. He states,
““The utopia of interknowledge consists of learning new and less
familiar knowledges without necessarily having to forget the old ones



and one’s own. Such is the idea of prudence underlying the ecology of
knowledges.``

Nicholas Taylor
Both publishing and academia are increasingly demanding that
authors/professors be able to work in multiple genres. Therefore, a
dual-genre curriculum not only enhances students’ artistic development
but also accelerates their careers.

Nick also spoke about his “dual-genre” work as an author of historical
novels under the name Nick Taylor. And as a writer of genre-thrillers
featuring private detective/Major League Baseball left-handed relief
pitcher Johnny Adcock. He is coming to us from Aix en Provence,
France, where he is Resident Director of CSU International Programs.

Moderator Questions:
1). Can you describe a piece you’re working on or had worked on which
you’ve attempted to write in more than one genre?
2). What are the techniques or pieces of writing that inspire your
students in workshops or seminars, pieces of work by authors that have
imported material from one genre into another?
3). What connections do you find you can show students between
writing more than in one genre and decolonializing your writing?
4). In what ways for you does your writing in multiple genres, modes,
and styles help you find joy in your writing?


